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obsculta
When	 I	was	 just	 16	 years	 old	my	dad	was	 or-
dained	 as	 a	 permanent	 deacon	 for	 the	Diocese	of 	
Crookston.	He	was	hired	 as	 a	pastoral	 associate	 at	
the	 Cathedral	 of 	 the	 Immaculate	 Conception	 in	
Crookston.	 It	 was	 around	 the	 same	 time	 that	 the	
Cathedral	began	sharing	a	pastor,	an	associate	pas-
tor, and a pastoral associate (my dad) with St. Francis 
Church	in	Fisher,	Minnesota.	St.	Francis	was	referred	















of 	Holy	Week,	 as	 they	 celebrate	 it	 together	 at	 the	
Cathedral.	However,	the	people	of 	these	communi-
ties	are	connected	in	other	ways:	schools,	jobs,	and	













that	 were	 to	 come.	 Now	 Christ	 Church	 Newman	
Center	is	sharing	a	pastor	and	associate	pastor	with	
















our parish staff  change?” “How will we survive fi-
nancially?”	 “Are	we	 a	 parish	 or	 are	 we	 a	 cluster?”	
“What	is	a	cluster?”	
Parishioners	 are	 asking	many	 questions	 of 	 the	
Catholic	Churches	in	the	St.	Cloud,	Minnesota,	area	
as	 they	 prepare	 to	 enter	 a	 new	 understanding	 of 	
church,	often	referred	to	as	clustering.	“Clustered,”	
“combined,” “affiliated,” and “parish-mission” are 
just	 a	 few	of 	 the	 names	 used	 to	 describe	 parishes	





There is not a specific definition offered by the 
Catholic	 Church	 regarding	 clustering.	 Canon	 Law	
makes	one	mention	of 	a	pastor	serving	more	than	





in the definitions to follow. 
Several	dioceses	 across	 the	United	States	offer	
definitions of  the term cluster. The Archdiocese of  
Dubuque, Iowa, defines a cluster as “the collabora-
tion	and	sharing	among	several	parishes	of 	pastoral	
leadership,	 staff,	 resources	 and/or	programs.”	Fu-
tureChurch,	 a	 national	 coalition	 of 	 Catholics	 who	
1	John	Beal,	James	Coriden,	and	Thomas	Green,	eds.	New Com-
mentary on the Code of  Canon Law (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 
000).
 Archdiocese of  Dubuque, IA, Office of  Pastoral Planning, 
“Guidelines	 for	 Clusters,”	 http://www.arch.pvt.k1.ia.us/Pas-
toralP/Cluster/clustguidlexpectplan.html (accessed March 16, 
007).
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tity, canonical status and financial accountability.”
Each of  the four definitions highlights the fact 
that	the	clustered	parishes	share	pastors,	staffs,	and	
resources,	but	the	parishes	remain	separate	entities.	














a	 growing	 number	 of 	 parishes	 and	 parishioners.	
In 1965, there were 58,432 diocesan and religious 
priests	in	the	United	States	to	serve	17,67	parishes	





sopc/finalcrisiskitwebsites-73106.pdf  (accessed 10-15-07).








lion	Catholics	 in	 the	United	 States	 compared	with	
67.8 million Catholics in 2005. Even though there 
are	 fewer	 priests	 and	 the	 number	 of 	 parishes	 has	










are	 expected	 to	 do	 their	ministry	 for	 two	or	 three	
churches	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 becomes	 more	 and	










there were approximately 4,408 priests serving mul-
tiple	parishes.	By	010,	approximately	1,0	of 	those	










sence of  a Priest (SCAP). SCAP is a rite developed 
by	the	United	States	Conference	of 	Catholic	Bish-





















In	 199,	 the	 bishops	 of		 Kansas	 issued	 a	 pastoral	







nion,	 the	 bishops	 of		Kansas	 restrict	 “communion	
services”	to	emergencies	only.11
Another	 solution	 to	 the	decreasing	number	of		
priests	has	been	to	bring	in	priests	from	other	coun-
tries.	While	there	are	many	positive	aspects,	the	neg-




The first challenge is language. It can be difficult for 
the	priests	to	be	understood,	especially	when	saying	
Mass,	which	often	becomes	a	very	rhythmic	process.	






at	 the	 cost	of		 parishioners.	There	 are	 also	 cultural	
misunderstandings	and	differing	ecclesiologies.		For	





being	 superior	 to	 the	other	ministers	 in	 the	parish	
can cause difficulties as well. Many priests work col-
laboratively	with	their	staffs	in	parishes	in	the	United	
10	Kathleen	Hughes,	RSCJ,	“Sunday	Worship	in	the	Absence	of 	
a Priest: Some Disquieting Reflections,” New Theology Review 8 
(February 1995): 53.
11	Bishops	of 	Kansas,	“Sunday	Eucharist:	Do	This	in	Memory	
of		Me,”	Pastoral Music 20 (February–March 1996): 40–41.
States	and	have	done	so	for	many	years.	To	have	a	
priest	come	to	a	parish	and	not	work	collaboratively	
with the staff  can cause many difficulties for the 
staff		as	well	as	the	parish.1
Finding	the	best	solution	for	parishes	to	handle	
the declining number of priests is difficult. Sunday 












Amen, amen, I say to you, unless a grain of  wheat falls 
to the ground and dies, it remains just a grain of  wheat; 
but if  it dies, it produces much fruit. (John 12:24) 
Parish	 life	 is	deeply	 important	 to	many	Catho-
lics.	It	is	where	people	worship,	grow	in	their	faith,	
serve	 others,	 develop	 relationships,	 and	 share	 the	
most	intimate	parts	of		themselves.	Parish	life	is	of-
ten	a	constant	in	a	person’s	chaotic	and	changing	life.	
When	 the	 constancy	 of		 parish	 life	 changes,	 it	 is	 a	




are	 introduced,	 among	 many	 others.	 The	 changes	
can	cause	the	life	of		a	parish	to	diminish	or	the	par-













1	Dean	Hoge	and	Aniedi	Okure,	International Priests in America: 
Challenges and Opportunities (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 
006),	1–60.
28 obsculta












The	 Catholic	 Church	 has	 existed	 for	 approxi-
mately	 ,000	 years;	 however	 the	 church	 is	 not	 the	
same	as	 it	was	at	 the	beginning	of		 the	,000	years.	
The	same	can	be	said	about	Catholic	parishes.	The	


















on	 their	 land.14	 All	 of		 these	 developments	 would	
lead	to	the	more	formal	understanding	of		parish	de-
veloped	by	the	Council	of		Trent.				
The Council of Trent, 1545–63, gave the first 
solid	teachings	around	the	parish.	Preaching	and	in-
struction	were	to	be	done	every	Sunday	by	the	par-




the	 parish.	 The	 sacramental	 life	 of		 the	 parish	was	
emphasized	and	practices	of		eucharistic	piety	devel-
oped,	 such	 as	 benediction	 and	 eucharistic	 proces-
sions.	The	practices	of		piety	gave	lay	people	a	way	to	
1	James	A.	Coriden,	The Parish in Catholic Tradition (Mahwah, NJ: 






centers	 for	 employment	 in	 the	 factories.	 The	 par-
ishes	in	large	cities	grew	exponentially.	For	example,	
in	Paris	in	1900,	an	average	parish	contained	40,000	
members.	People	 in	parishes	 like	 the	ones	 in	Paris	
were	unable	to	get	to	know	each	other	and	therefore	
a sense of  community was difficult to build.16	
At	 the	 same	 time	 in	 the	United	 States,	 people	




United	 States	 had	more	 than	 one	 Catholic	 parish,	





has	 not	 always	 been.	 Parishes	 have	 adapted	 to	 the	
many	challenges	from	ecclesial	structures	and	social	






ing	 a	 part	 of 	 the	modern	world	 instead	 of 	 hiding	
from	it.	Clustering	parishes	is	also	a	response	to	the	
changed	faces	of 	the	church	and	the	world.	It	may	
feel	 as	 though	 everything	 familiar	 is	 gone,	 but	 the	




What is a parish?
In	 more	 recent	 years,	 as	 an	 understanding	 of 	
parish	has	developed,	so	has	the	theology	surround-


















The 1983 Code of Canon Law offers much in-
formation about a parish, but its definition can be 











The	 United	 States	 Catholic	 Bishops	 Commit-






supporting	 its	 community	 life	 and	 carrying	 out	 its	
mission.”1	Three	areas	need	to	be	considered	when	
looking	 at	 the	parish:	 the	people,	 the	mission,	 and	
the	structure.	
According	 to	 the	 statement	 on	 the	 parish,	 the	
committee states that the parish is first a people. They 
are	a	people	called	together	by	God	and	empowered	
by	the	Holy	Spirit	to	“make	increasingly	true	and	ob-
vious	 their	 response	 to	God	 through	Christ.”	The	
people	are	“challenged	to	continue	Christ’s	work	of		






18 Apostolicam Actuositatem (Decree on the Apostolate of  Lay 
People), §10.
19	Beal,	Coriden,	and	Green,	eds.,	New Commentary on the Code of  
Canon Law.
0	USCCB	Committee	on	 the	Parish,	The	Parish:	A	People,	A	





baptized	 into	 the	 Body	 of		 Christ	 and	 have	 been	
called	to	further	the	mission	of		the	church,	to	partic-
ipate	in	the	life	of		the	parish.	Some	of		the	roles	have	






mation	 director,	 the	 social	 concerns	 director,	 the	
eucharistic	minister,	 the	 permanent	 deacon,	 the	 li-











a local church under a specific bishop, also known 
as	a	diocese.	The	parish	must	share	 in	 the	mission	
of		the	local	church.	The	parish	is	also	a	part	of		the	
worldwide	 universal	 church,	 under	 the	 pope.	 The	
tradition	and	teaching	of		the	universal	church	guides	
the	local	church.	The	parish	is	also	a	member	of		the	




is	 its	sacramental	 life.	Through	the	sacramental	 life	



















specific ways people acknowledge the identity they 
have	in	common	and	demonstrate	the	responsibility	
they	have	for	one	another.”	The	proof 	of 	commu-




the	 people	 and	 their	 relationship,	 the	 parish	 does	
not	exist	for	itself.	It	exists	to	further	the	mission	of 	
Christ.	The	people	of 	the	parish	are	called	to	min-
ister	 to	 each	 other	 and	 those	 in	 the	world	 around	
them;	 they	 are	 called	 to	 evangelize.	Evangelization	
calls	 believers	 to	 deepen	 their	 faith	while	 bringing	





It	 is	 also	 an	 essential	 part	 of 	 the	 mission	 for	
each	parish	 to	provide	 formation	 for	 its	members,	
to	work	for	justice,	and	to	participate	in	ecumenism.	





They	can	work	 for	 justice	by	 identifying	critical	 is-
sues	in	the	world,	convening	people,	and	sponsoring	
and	supporting	efforts	to	build	a	society	where	there	
is	 justice,	 peace,	 and	 freedom	 for	 all.28	 The	 parish	
must	also	be	committed	to	the	unity	of 	all	of 	God’s	
people.	 Through	 ecumenism,	 parishes	 can	 express	











develop	 structures	which	allow	 for	participation	 in	


























who	 have	 been	 working	 with	 clustering.	 Men	 and	


















Having	 leadership	 that	 respects	 the	dignity	
of 	all	with	the	ability	to	develop	consensus	
for	action.












Many	 of 	 the	 responses	were	 the	 same.	 There	was	
a	 strong	 emphasis	 on	 good	 leadership,	 communi-
cation,	 and	 collaboration	 between	 the	 parishes	 in	
a	 cluster.	Good	 leadership	 and	 communication	 are	
necessary	in	a	parish	that	stands	on	its	own,	but	col-
laboration	is	essential	for	clustered	parishes.			























to	be	some	fear	 for	parishioners	of 	moving	 into	a	
new	experience	of 	parish.	The	fear	is	normal.	Many	
people	fear	change.	
I also find it interesting that one person identi-
fied, “A society that fosters observation over partici-
pation	due	to	multiple	commitments,”	as	hindering	
a	successful	cluster.	I	think	the	respondent	was	try-
ing to find a nice way to describe the “busyness” of  
people’s	 lives.	 In	order	 for	 a	 cluster	 to	be	 success-
ful,	the	members	of 	the	parishes	must	be	committed	
to	it.	Given	the	multiple	commitments	of 	people	in	
today’s society, it will be very difficult to get them 
involved	in	the	life	of 	the	parish.				
Clustering	can	seem	like	a	daunting	experience.	


















Where Two or Three are Gathered
Through	 my	 work,	 however,	 I	 no	 longer	 see	
clustering	as	such	a	daunting	experience.	I	see	it	as	
an	 opportunity	 to	 create	 a	 new	 understanding	 of 	
church.	 By	 bringing	 parishes	 together,	 our	 experi-
ence	 of 	 God	 can	 only	 be	 enhanced.	 The	 words	
of 	 the	Gospel	of 	Matthew	come	 to	mind	 for	me:	




am I in the midst of  them” (Matt 18:19-20). With 
words	 such	 as	 these	 from	 Jesus,	how	can	 the	pos-




God	 and	 each	other?	 I	 think	 that	 there	 is	 nothing	
but	a	deeper	understanding	of 	 the	Body	of 	Christ	
to	be	found.	All	the	members	of 	the	Body	of 	Christ	




















to figure out what to do each year as priests 
retire	 or	 die,	 thus	 decreasing	 the	 number	 of 	
those	 available	 for	 assignment.	 It	 is	 not	 the	
priest’s	duty	to	run	himself 	ragged	just	so	St.	
Ann’s	 Parish	 doesn’t	 have	 to	 give	 up	 its	 9:00	
a.m.	Sunday	Mass.	The cluster model belongs to the 
church, and we together have a responsibility to pray 
steadfastly for guidance, to assist each other through the 
grief  and anger that might arise, and to be courageous 
in developing or adapting structures that bring sanity 
 obsculta
and efficiency into the cluster’s life. This is a sacrificial 
call to lay people, but a call that resonates with the the-
ology of  baptism and the eloquent vision of  the church 
as the Body of  Christ.	1
The	words	above	inspired	me	to	accept	the	re-










jump	 right	 in	 and	build	 a	 collaborative	ministry	 in	
the	 cluster?	We	 all	 know	 change	 is	 not	 something	
















McKeown first recommends inviting all the par-
ishes	to	one	parish’s	social	event.	Perhaps	one	par-
ish	 holds	 an	 annual	 fall	 festival.	 The	members	 of 	
the	other	parishes	 in	 the	cluster	 should	be	 invited,	
but	the	 invitation	needs	to	be	more	than	a	bulletin	
notice.	Representatives	 from	 the	 parish	 should	 ex-
tend	 personal	 invitations	 to	 the	 other	 parishes	 at	
their	Masses.	Staff 	members	and	parishioners	could	
encourage	 individuals	 they	encounter	 to	attend	 the	
activity.	It	would	be	an	opportunity	for	people	from	
1	Victor	Klimoski,	preface	to	Priestly Ministry in Multiple Parishes,	
by Katarina Schuth (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2006), 
xiv–xv;	emphasis	added.
	 Philip	Murnion,	 “Parish:	Covenant	Community,”	Church	 1,	
no. 1 (Spring 1996): 5–10.





a	 non-threatening	 cluster-wide	 social	 event.	 The	
event	 should	 be	 non-competitive.	 A	 softball	 game	
pitting	parishes	against	one	another	would	not	build	
community,	nor	help	the	people	to	get	to	know	each	
other.	One	event	 could	be	 a	hymn	sing	with	 a	 so-
cial afterwards. In order to avoid conflicts over who 
will host it, choose the largest parish for this first 
gathering	in	the	hopes	that	many	people	will	attend.	








adult	 or	 youth	 formation	 event.	Perhaps	 the	 event	
can	be	a	catechist	 in-service	 for	 all	 the	parishes	or	
a day of  reflection surrounding a season or feast of  
the	liturgical	year.	Again	it	is	important	to	make	sure	
that	staff 	members	or	parishioners	from	each	parish	
are	 involved	 in	 the	planning.	Moving	from	a	social	
event	to	a	faith	formation	event	can	begin	to	move	
people	together	around	issues	of 	faith.6			
The	 fourth	 step	McKeown	offers	 is	 to	 initiate	
a	short	term	activity.	 	Bible	studies	or	faith	sharing	
groups	with	members	from	each	parish	that	last	only	
a	 few	weeks	would	work	well.	 Promote	 them	 as	 a	
cluster-wide	event.	Many	dioceses	have	begun	using	







and	 programs	 of 	 the	 parish	 with	 the	 most	 open-
minded	people	who	have	the	least	sense	of 	parochi-
alism. It will be difficult for people to give up owner-
ship	of 	a	program	with	which	they	have	worked	for	




















Collaboration	 in	ministry	 is	 a	 response	 to	 the	
call	received	in	baptism	to	recognize	the	charisms	of		
the	Holy	Spirit.40 Loughlan Sofield and Carroll Julia-
no take the definition even further; collaboration is 
the “identification, release, and union of  all the gifts 
in	ministry	for	the	sake	of		mission.”	They	highlight	
three	key	elements	of		collaboration:	“the	essence	of		
collaborative	ministry	 is	 gift,	 collaborative	ministry	
is	 a	 vehicle	 for	ministry	 and	 the	goal	 is	 always	 the	








The	 implementation	 of		 collaborative	 ministry	
will	 not	 be	 easy.	 It	 will	 require	 a	 commitment	 on	
the	 part	 of		 staff		 and	 parishioners.	 It	 will	 require	
people	to	give	up	ownership	of		programs	of		which	
they	have	been	a	part	for	many	years.	It	will	require	
patience,	 because	 collaborative	 ministry	 cannot	 be	
implemented	overnight.	
In	 their	book,	Collaboration: Uniting Our Gifts in 
Ministry, Sofield and Juliano offer a process to help 
parishes	 implement	 collaborative	ministry.	Below	 I	
will	outline	and	explain	their	process.	It	is	important	
to	note	 that	I	believe	collaborative	ministry	should	




40	Norman	Cooper,	Collaborative Ministry: Communion, Contention, 
Commitment (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1993), 6.
41 Loughlan Sofield and Carroll Juliano, Collaboration: Uniting our 
Gifts in Ministry (Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press, 2000), 17.
4 Ibid., 148.
implemented	with	parishioners.				

















Be accompanied by specific goals; 
Be	expansive	rather	than	restrictive;
Be	owned	by	those	affected	by	it;	the	vision	






this method, Sofield and Juliano give certain condi-
tions	that	will	help	create	a	climate	in	which	people	
will	 feel	 free	 to	discern	 their	 gifts.	 I	would	 recom-




to	 dialogue,	 allowing	 participants	 to	 share	
the gifts they have identified.
Participants	 should	 know	 each	 other	 well	










need	 to	evaluate	 to	what	extent	 the	ministry	 is	be-















ministry could continue without the specific minister 
in	the	role.46		
The final step is to empower a group to imple-
ment	collaboration	 following	 the	use	of 	collabora-
tive	ministry	among	staff 	members.	The	above	steps	
should	be	repeated	with	parishioners	in	some	man-
ner,	especially	 the	step	of 	gift	discernment.	 Imple-
mentation	 is	 not	 necessarily	 the	 sole	 responsibility	
of  the staff. One example Sofield and Juliano offer 
is	 the	 parish	 pastoral	 council.	 Regardless	 of 	 who	
implements collaboration, Sofield and Juliano offer 
three	tasks	to	help	accomplish	the	implementation:	
Identify the needs of  the community (I 
change	that	to	cluster).
Discern	the	gifts	and	resources	available.
Establish	 the	 structures	 to	 bring	 about	 a	
marriage	 between	 the	 needs	 and	 the	 gifts	
and	resources.47
As	I	said	before,	collaborative	ministry	will	not	
happen	 overnight	 nor	will	 it	 happen	without	 hard	















and	 the	 covenant	 are	 formed	 by	 God:	 it	 is	 God,	
through	Christ	 and	 the	Holy	 Spirit,	 who	 calls	 and	
empowers	people	into	communion.	“It	is	within	the	
parish	 that	we	express	 that	 the	communion	of 	 the	




Second,	 the	 covenant	 communion	must	 be	 as	
inclusive	as	possible,	which	begins	with	baptism.	We	









deeply	 committed	 relationships	with	God	 and	one	
another, regardless of  financial status, race, or sinful-
ness.49
Third,	 the	 covenant	 communion	 entails	 a	 call	
to	 stewardship.	Many	people	assume	 that	 the	 term	
stewardship means a financial contribution. But 
Murnion	 uses	 it	 to	 designate	more	 than	monetary	
gifts.	Stewardship	is	the	commitment	of 	one’s	gifts	
to	 the	mission	of 	 the	church	and	 for	 the	good	of 	
the	community.0	Through	collaborative	ministry,	the	








the	 parish	 or	 boundaries	 of 	 the	 cluster.	 All	God’s	
people	should	be	treated	as	such.		Through	the	cel-
ebration	 of 	 Eucharist	 and	 common	 ministry,	 the	
people	 of 	 the	 cluster	 should	 be	 prepared	 to	 serve	
God’s	world.		
Murnion	 describes	 the	 role	 of 	 covenant	 com-
munions	as:
supporting	 and	 demanding,	 encouraging	 free	
expression without sacrificing expertise or 
standards	of 	authenticity,	acknowledging	each	
person’s	 responsibility	 for	conscience	and	 life	
as	well	as	the	community’s	obligation	to	reveal	
the	personal	and	public	demands	of 	disciple-
ship.	They	are	expressions	of 	 the	mystery	of 	






































Clustering	has	been	 the	past	 for	 some,	 the	present	
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